Yorkshire, based on fossils recently found in Kirkdale Cave: "The hyaenas, gentlemen, preferred the flesh of elephants, rhinoceros, deer, cows, horses &c., but sometimes unable to procure these & half starved they used to come out of the narrow entrance of their cave in the evening down to the water's edge of a lake which must once have been there, & so helped themselves to some of the innumerable water-rats in which the lake abounded." The prosaic young Charles Lyell was baffled: "We could none of us discern how far he believed himself what he said,"he reported to his friend Gideon Mantell, who had not been present. (In fact, Buckland had good evidence for his reconstruction, and the Royal Society gave him a Copley Medal for it.)
The last report comes from 1868, when summaries of the discussions at meetings began to be published in the society's Proceedings. By this time, the brilliance of the earlier period had begun to fade.
Thackray's book should not be read from cover to cover, but random dipping will yield some absorbing and often entertaining vignettes of a lively and argumentative bunch of highly intelligent scientists.And for historians the book is an invaluable aid to further research, as it brings together comments that illustrate the character and development of some important controversies, including those about the Devonian system and the Pleistocene glaciations.We should be grateful to those of John Thackray's friends who have worked hard to bring his anthology to publication; it is a fine memorial to a colleague who was much loved and respected, and is greatly missed. 
Martin Kemp
How should we portray an animal to provide information to those who are unfamiliar with it? It depends on what sort of information is to be conveyed. An illustration concerned with identification will pay attention to shape and detail, treating the subject like a static specimen. Animal behaviourists will require that action be given priority -even expression, as in Darwin's The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872). Ecologists will look to the setting of the animals in their environments. But answers to this question have also changed over the centuries.
Before the eighteenth century, picture books of the world's fauna generally displayed animals as specimens, rarely in action. Painters, by contrast, typically set appropriate animals in stirring narratives, such as lion hunts, or within other pictures, such as portraits of aristocrats. The greatest painter of animals in the eighteenth century, JeanBaptiste Oudry (1686-1755), not only portrayed animals with exceptional vitality in traditional genres, but also changed the way that 'zoological' specimens could be characterized.
In the 1730s, Oudry was commissioned by Louis XV's surgeon, Francois Gigot de La Peyronie, to undertake a series of paintings, many lifesized, of the prized exotics in the Royal Menagerie in Versailles, France. The paintings were apparently intended for the royal collection and were to be engraved. But when La Peyronie died in 1747, the project lapsed and the pictures remained in the artist's hands. They were scooped up by the Duke of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, another of Oudry's patrons. Now, much of the series has returned to France from the Staatliches Museum in Schwerin, Germany, for a compelling exhibition at Versailles.
Based on wonderfully spirited drawings, the paintings of animals exude a sense of their living presence, their deportment, character and expression. They are action portraits, sometimes heroic, sometimes sentimental, sometimes amusing. There is, not surprisingly given that Oudry illustrated the Fables of Jean de La Fontaine, a strong anthropomorphic element to the paintings. But the anthropomorphism has a solid base, not unrelated to Darwin's seminal book, The Descent of Man.
Oudry described the Male Leopard (right), a painting exhibited at the Paris Salon in 1741, as "a male tiger [sic] in choleric disposition". Its companion piece portrays "a female tiger in a tranquil attitude". These brief descriptions serve to key Oudry's portraits into the great tradition of characterizing the humours and temperaments in painting exemplified by the teaching of Charles Le Brun, founder of the French Academy. Animals, like people, were seen to exhibit generic characteristics: lions, like warrior-kings, were bold but just; foxes were cunning; mice were timorous; females maternal and docile. They also manifested the specific emotions of the moment.
Le Brun provided a series of physiognomic formulae with which to convey character and expression. His treatise on General and Particular Expression showed how such sentiments and feelings as love, jealousy, pain, anger, terror and sadness were displayed by the configuration of all of the features of the head. Oudry's Male Leopard is the feline embodiment of Le Brun's Choler Mixed with Rage. The eyebrows are arched, the brow is bunched, the eyes open wide, seeming to protrude from their sockets; the lips are drawn back to reveal the teeth; and nostrils and whiskers flare. The leopard's tail thrashes angrily, and it twists with lithe agility to confront an unseen adversary. Oudry's fizzing brushwork matches the vivacity of his draughtsmanship.
Although Darwin was sharply critical of Le Brun's formulaic tendencies, he did insist on the underlying universality of expressive mechanisms, many of which have survived in humans divorced from their functional contexts. Oudry's common factor was the doctrine of the humours; Darwin's was the descent of man from animals. Like all great artists, Oudry achieves an insight that transcends the doctrines of his times. Martin Kemp is professor of the history of art at the University of Oxford and co-director of Wallace Kemp/Artakt.
